This paper investigates the patterns of topic maintenance and topic transition used to create conversation and their accompanying structural features speakers employ to signal these two conversational phenomena. The data are a 21-minute dyadic dinnertime conversation between a boyfriend and girlfriend; they are both native speakers of American English, in their late twenties. The two significant findings of the study are as follows. First, the data reveal that the speakers used three major techniques, namely minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions, to maintain the same the analysis of topic transition, the data show that the speakers resorted to different types of topic transitions (i.e., collaborative, unilateral, linked, minimally linked, and sudden) to end an ongoing topic and start a new one
Introduction
The notion of topic as a discourse unit of analysis has received major attention from linguists (e.g., Li & Thompson, 1976; Roberts, 2011; Zellers, 2013 ) and conversation analysts (e.g., Schegloff & Sacks, 1973; Schegloff, 1979; Holt & Drew, 2005; Sidnell, 2010; Sukrutrit, 2010) . Although the subject is clearly of considerable importance to discourse theory (Brown & Yule, 1983) , little attention has been paid to the issues of topic maintenance and topic transition in a couple's conversations. This paper deals with the dynamics of topic maintenance and topic transition in dinnertime conversations and examines what markers participants employ to signal these two conversational phenomena. With respect to topic maintenance, it was found that the speakers used three major techniques: minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions (Goffman, 1983; Radford & Tarplee, 2000 ; Abu Akel, 2002; Sukrutrit, 2010; Jeon, 2012) . The data, moreover, confirmed the types of topic transitions (i.e., collaborative, unilateral, linked, minimally linked, and sudden) and their accompanying features, as discussed in West and Garcia (1988) , Ainsworth-Vaughn (1992), Okamoto and Smith-Lovin (2001), Sukrutrit (2010) , and Jeon (2012) .
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of the research on the notions of topic, topic maintenance, and topic transition. Section 3 describes the data used in the study and how it was transcribed. Section 4 presents and discusses the main findings of the study. Section 5 concludes the discussion.
understanding of the prior utterance and to stay on topic. The techniques are minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions. Minimal responses such as "mmm", "yeah", and "okay" bear no critical meaning, but they invite the speaker to keep on talking about the topic-in-progress. By avoiding repeating the same utterance as the speaker's prior turn, a speaker may use anaphoric references such as pronouns, thus showing interest in the topic at hand. Fulfilling the same purpose, a speaker can also use deletion in his/her turn; in such case, his or her turn becomes relevant to the context of the previous conversation.
Topic transition occurs when an utterance does not show a clear referential relationship to the prior talk (West & Garcia, 1988; Ainsworth-Vaughn, 1992; Svennevig, 1999; Stokoe, 2000; Okamoto & Smith-Lovin, 2001; Sukrutrit, 2010; Jeon, 2012) . A topic transition "restores smooth speaker transition, [providing] a solution to the problem" (Okamoto & Smith-Loving, 2001, p. 853) . In terms of types of topic transition, West and Garcia (1988) , Sukrutrit (2010) , and Jeon (2012) differentiate between two types of topic transition, namely collaborative and unilateral. Collaborative topic transitions take place when the participants collaborate to close down the topic. Unilateral topic transitions are when one participant one-sidedly changes the topic without the cooperation of other participants in a conversation. Furthermore, Ainsworth-Vaugh (1992) and Okamoto and Smith-Lovin (2001), distinguish three subtypes within unilateral topic transitions: linked, minimally linked, and sudden. Linked unilateral topic transitions suggest that the speaker in the same turn acknowledges the ongoing topic before shifting to a new topic. In sudden topic transitions, however, the speaker never responds to the ongoing topic. Minimally linked unilateral topic transitions are when the speaker uses markers such as "all right" and "yeah" before starting a new topic.
Data Collection and Transcription
The data were gathered from a 21-minute dyadic, face-to-face, mundane English dinnertime conversation between a couple, a boyfriend and girlfriend. The couple is in their late twenties and are native speakers of English living in Bloomington, IN. In the session, the conversation was videotaped inside the participants' apartment to reduce any background noise. Next, the conversation was transcribed following the extensive transcription system developed by Jefferson (2004) . The notations used in the transcription are listed in Table 1 . 
Results and Discussion

Topic Maintenance
In excerpts 1, 2, and 3, the speakers demonstrate focus and understanding in taking multiple turns that are related to the same topic by using minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions, respectively. The second technique used by the speakers to show an understanding of a prior turn in a conversation is substitution. This can be done by using anaphors (mainly pronouns) to refer to entities introduced by the previous speaker in the previous turn. For example, as illustrated in excerpt (2) below, Speaker (B) uses the pronoun "it" in line 225 to tie his utterance to "the camera" presented in Speaker (B)'s prior turn (line 224). 225. → B: yeah, you will. It's got a good mike.
In the third technique, a speaker may demonstrate attentiveness to the running topic by using deletions. In excerpt (3), for example, Speaker (B) is positive that Gryffindor is a griffin (line 262). Speaker (A) maintains the same discussion in the following turn (line 263) by asking if Speaker (B) is sure that Gryffindor is the same lion they have argued about in a previous context (lines 244-252, see Appendix A). By exhibiting her understanding of the prior turn, Speaker (A) makes her utterance intelligible only with reference to a previous context. In sum, the speakers employ minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions to show an understanding of the previous turn in the conversations, thus signaling the ongoing development of the same topic. The lack of the above three techniques results in the shift to a new topic, as shown in the excerpts in the following section.
Topic Transitions
After A third example of collaborative topic transition is coordinated through the silence of the speakers (West & Garcia, 1988) . As illustrated in excerpt (6) below, the current topic is terminated, and then the topic shift takes place immediately after the pause (line 283). According to Maynard (1980, p. 265) , when pauses occur in turn, topic shifts are instigated as a means to solve the problem of "the transfer of speakership." The lack of any contribution by Speaker (B) coupled with a longer silence between the two speakers invites Speaker (A) to change the topic-in-progress to another different topic (i.e., the story of Kathy wanting Speaker (A)'s bag). 283. → A: (( drinks)) ( pause) / T/ ↑ Kathy really wants my bag.
Unilateral Topic Transitions
As defined earlier, unilateral topic transitions refer to the one-sided introduction of a new topic by one speaker, without the running topic being ended collaboratively by both speakers. As highlighted by Ainsworth-Vaughn (1992) and Okamoto and Smith-Loving (2001), there are three types of unilateral topic transitions attested in the data: linked, minimally linked, and sudden.
Concerning the linked unilateral topic transitions, one speaker refers to the current topic before closing it and starting a new one in the same turn. This is demonstrated in excerpt (7) where Speaker (A) expresses her concern to Speaker (B) that she has forgotten to buy his ticket. Answering Speaker (B)'s "did you?" with "yeah" (line 318), Speaker (A) moreover affirms, in line 319, that she will do something to buy the tickets, before she immediately changes the whole topic of the conversation to another topic, namely her French paper. It is noteworthy that this linked transition is regarded as unilateral since Speaker (B) might still have some questions pertinent to the old topic (i.e., the ticket). 
B: [why?]
The second type of unilateral topic transition is a minimally linked transition in which a speaker uses minimal responses such as "yeah," "okay," and "all right" before non-collaboratively shifting to a new topic (hence, a unilateral transition). As shown in excerpt (8) 
Conclusion
This study examined the dynamics of two conversational phenomena, topic maintenance and topic transition, in a 21-minute dyadic dinnertime conversation between an American couple (a boyfriend and girlfriend) in their late twenties. In particular, the focus was placed on the pattern speakers use to maintain the conversation on the topic-in-progress and the features they employ to close the topic-in-progress and start a new topic. It is evident in the analyzed data that the speakers used three strategies to achieve topic maintenance and demonstrate their understanding of the prior turn. These strategies are minimal responses, substitutions, and deletions (Goffman, 1983 
